ΓΤΊΗΕ PREFERENTIAL ΟΡΠΟΝ for the poor has become a major theme in X contemporary Catholic ethics, 1 and, like many significant theo logical innovations, it is highly contested.
Of course we approve of some forms of partiality, at least within limits and if ordered to other goods. Family and friends would be treated unjustly if accorded the same moral status as complete strangers. And as John Henry Newman noted, "the best preparation for loving the world at large, and loving it duly and wisely, is to cultivate an intimate friendship and affection toward those who are immediately about us." 13 Yet partiality is normally taken to signify undue preference or unjust favoritism, e.g. a promotion favoring one person over another on the basis of family ties rather than relevant qualifications. In spite of this general rejection of partiality in many spheres of life, it seems odd that advocates of the preferential option have not produced any extended examination of the kind (or kinds) of partiality they seek to promote. In this paper I will argue that, although the preferential option does constitute a form of partiality, the partiality it involves is both morally justified and necessary.
To this end, we must sort out the different kinds of partiality as they pertain to three general arenas of action. First, cognitively, we are required to make decisions on the basis of a reasonably objective gathering of relevant facts. "Partiality" suggests obtuseness, ignorance, imbalance, and sometimes a failure of intellectual honesty.
14 Second, morally, we believe that a sense of fair play and impartial justice is an important if not dominant feature of morality. Partiality in this regard is highly suspect. The term "discrimination" has come to be almost equated with injustice. 15 Third, religiously, as Christians we affirm as central tenets of our faith the universal salvific will of God (1 Tim 2:1-6) and the universal significance of the saving death of Christ (2 Cor 5:15). 16 These beliefs seem violated by suggestions that God's love donic calculus/' or by recourse to a fictive impartial and omniscient third party such as Roderick Firth's "ideal moral observer" (on the is "partial" to one class of people over others. Advocates of the preferential option would appear to be guilty of unjustified partiality in all three of these areas: first, of cognitive impartiality by reason of the "hermeneutical privilege of the poor;" second, of moral impartiality by affirming that the poor are the "privileged" objects of neighbor-love; and third, of religious impartiality by claiming that God loves the poor "more than" others.
COGNITIVE PARTIALITY
Cognitively, we are required to make decisions on the basis of a reasonably objective gathering of relevant facts and, wherever possible, to avoid uncritical selectivity, distortion, and incompleteness. We are bound by a fundamental human desire to know the truth even though it may discredit some of our most cherished beliefs or undermine what we take to be the practical means to achieving very worthy objectives-an intellectual counterpart to fiat justifia mat coelum. "Partiality," on the other hand, suggests a compromise of intellectual honesty, a bias that distorts experience, obstructs understanding, and undermines judgment. It is seen, e.g., in the scientist who ignores contrary evidence because it disconfirms her hypothesis, or in the physician who dismisses a colleague's consultative advice out of false professional pride.
To some critics, the "hermeneutical privilege of the poor" violates cognitive impartiality because it defends and promotes an a priori bias in favor of "the viewpoint of the poor."
17 Among other things, this phrase, taken at face value, founders on the simple but nonetheless legitimate observation that claiming that there is such a thing as a single viewpoint of the poor is simplistic. Poor people do not always agree with each other, even within particular communities, and therefore a theological position based primarily on "the" perspective of the poor is untenable. To speak of "viewpoints" of the poor would more adequately reflect the facts. Does attributing a primacy or superiority to the viewpoints of the poor constitute a case of unjustified bias, a violation of cognitive im- partiality? Before evaluating whether this is indeed the case, further clarification of the "hermeneutic privilege" is in order. 18 The hermeneutic privilege functions in both descriptive and normative ways. First, it reflects a "perspectivism" rooted in the sociology of knowledge, i.e. a recognition that social location profoundly influences our sensibilities, attitudes, priorities, moral commitments, etc.
19 Class structure and class oppression are brutal facts, and Gutiérrez claims that, knowingly or not, we always do "take sides." The "primacy of praxis" suggests that concrete commitment to solidarity places one in a social setting more conducive to understanding the suffering of the poor, the current ideological legitimations of poverty (including those that are theological), and our own responsibility for engaging in "liberating praxis." 20 Second, the hermeneutical privilige underscores the need for commitment, action, and active engagement. Because social location is critical, the preferential option can only be properly understood if we first "try to be present in their world," i.e. the world of the poor, of "the other." 21 If apolitical neutrality tacitly supports the beneficiaries of prevailing social arrangements, a "politicized" loyalty strives to sup-18 It should be noted that the preferential option has been subject to various interpretations and significant differences exist between these, particularly between those dependent on a "hermeneutical privilege of the poor" (a phrase accepted by many liberationists but not by "mainstream" magisterial accounts of the preferential option). Different criticisms may apply to some but not all accounts of the preferential option. 16-17; also Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor 37. This statement does not equivocate on the extent to which the preferential option requires material poverty. Some liberation theologians, e.g. Segundo, do not believe that actual contact with the poor is necessary for the preferential option. The Bons believe that contact with the poor in some form or other is necessary. Arthur McGovern aptly wonders "whether liberation theologians have created for themselves a set of criteria nearly impossible for any one person to fulfill adequately: expertise in theology itself, active involvement in the praxis of liberation, and the competence in social sciences needed to do careful social analysis-in addition to writing, teaching, conferences, and speaking engagements" {Liberation Theology and Its Critics 30). port the poor and to understand the social order (or disorder) from their point of view. As Gutiérrez puts it, "we must start by opening our ears and listening to" the poor.
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What seems intended by the "hermeneutical privilege" is more limited than is suggested by this ambitious and somewhat global phrase. Careful social analysis and public-policy studies, of course, are not discarded in favor of the opinions of the poor. 23 Liberationist discussions of this privilege most often display a highly programmatic rather than substantive nature, e.g. the poor should "speak for themselves," 24 and "history must be reread from the side of the poor." 25 The perspective of the poor offers no special avenue of knowledge regarding highly technical matters. E.g., whether or how "debt conversion" should be incorporated into long-term strategies for addressing the severe debt burden of less developed countries (though this is not to deny that the toll these policies take on the poor ought to assume a greater significance in their assessment than they do currently). 26 Similarly, liberationists do not interpret Scripture with the naïve and indefensible assumption that the hermeneutical privilege renders historicalcritical method superfluous 27 (though admittedly their own exegesis is at times inadequate in this regard 28 ). What they do claim is that certain major biblical themes, particularly divine partiality for the poor, can be more profoundly felt by those who are truly materially poor (that is, if they choose to avail themselves of God's grace).
The content of the hemeneutical privilege typically concerns religious conversion. First, in its negative moment, the hermeneutical privilege points up the need for "de-ideologizing" criticism by which the gospel is "taken back" from the powerful. Second, in its positive moment it often refers to an experiential and deeply personal mode of 22 apprehending and appropriating the gospel. Sobrino, e.g., writes that in the preferential option we come to understand better God's kenôsis in Christ by discovering God's "readiness to make himself other, to immerse himself in history, and thus to make real and credible his ultimate word-his message of love-to human beings." 29 The option also facilitates knowledge of and love for the self independently of possessions and social status. 30 Similarly, by taking the viewpoint of the poor rather than of the rich, the "Church of the poor" can better understand the need for land reform, the urgency of protecting human rights, the dignity of the poor in the face of oppression, the human effects of "institutionalized violence," etc. 31 To use Newman's distinction, the hemeneutical privilege seems to pertain first of all to the growth of "affective assent" as opposed to merely "notional assent" 32 to Christian solidarity.
Theologian Rebecca Chopp correctly notes a temptation in what she calls "Gutierrez's pragmatic approach to truth; truth may be reduced to the success of a revolutionary project." 33 A reductionists reading of the hermeneutical privilege holds that the perspective of the poor offers not simply a unique vantage point for understanding the gospel but the only sufficient standpoint from which to do so. Gutiérrez suggests this, e.g., when he states that "God's love is revealed to the poor. They are the ones who receive, understand, and proclaim this love." It is a love that should certainly be freely offered, but that seeks to be effective in history. The world of the poor teaches us that the sublimity of Christian love ought to be mediated through the overriding necessity of justice for the majority. It ought not to turn away from honorable conflict. The world of the poor teaches us that liberation will arrive only when the poor are not simply on the receiving end of handouts from governments or from the church, but when they themselves are the masters of, and protagonists in, their own Indeed, even more radically he proclaims that "an authentic, deep sense of God is not only not opposed to a sensitivity to the poor and their social world, but it is ultimately lived only in those persons and that world." 35 In a similar vein, Sobrino writes, 'The poor are accepted as constituting the primary recipients of the Good News and, therefore, as having an inherent capacity to understand it "better' than anyone else It follows logically that only to the extent that we adopt the perspective of and show solidarity with the poor will we have the capacity to hear the Good News as it was preached in history."
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These and similar passages which attribute to the poor extraordinary insight into the kingdom seem to stand in need of modification from the author of Mark, who repeatedly underscores the disciples' misunderstanding (6:52; 8:14-21) and even betrayal of Jesus (14:17 f.). O'Brien detects a movement in recent liberation theology from "a naive claim to an absolute methodological privilege" toward a more modest "relative normative privilege" within the ongoing theological conversation. 37 In my judgment, this transition can be further promoted by more carefully differentiating valid claims of insights and sensibilities availed by material poverty from illusory or exaggerated claims of broad class-based epistemological superiority. Certainly some among the poor understand the ways in which Jesus preached "good news to the poor" in a manner not attained by the nonpoor. Poverty provides a special context for discovering and giving witness to aspects of God's love and providence; yet other arenas can also be found, e.g. the obstetrician who experiences each new birth as a precious gift from God, or an astrophysicist's (or microbiologist's) appreciation of the majesty of creation. These are also "privileged locations" from which aspects of God's goodness, mercy, justice, etc., can be appreciated in special ways. Far from being biased, this understanding of the hermeneutical privilege works against bias by insisting that we submit to the truth as disclosed in the experience of people who have been hitherto ignored.
MORAL PARTIALITY
We believe that a sense of fair play and impartial justice is a central feature of morality. "Moral partiality," conversely, is usually spoken of in highly pejorative terms. This is due in part to the dominance of claim, which we have already quoted, that "when confronted by a conflict between rich and poor (or powerful and powerless, or masters and slaves), then the Gospel demands ... that [one] side with the oppressed." 41 The preferential option here seems to represent another form of "reverse discrimination," and is therefore deemed immoral.
A proper response to this criticism depends upon identifying the kind of moral partiality entailed in the preferential option. As a principle of distributive justice, the preferential option rests upon the belief that moral concern should be proportioned to need, where "need" can be interpreted to include poverty, but also vulnerability, powerlessness, marginality, etc. Other things being equal, Christians should assign priority to addressing the needs of the poor and otherwise powerless rather than to the needs of others because the former are by definition less capable of providing for themselves than are the latter. As a principle of justice rather than simple charity, this preference is not only morally justifiable, it is morally required. Most important, empowerment of the powerless is pursued so that all "parts" are able to participate properly in the life of the whole community. Inclusivity is diametrically opposed to false, excluding partiality. This of course by no means suggests that the poor as people possess more worth than other people or that behavior that is morally wrong for others is morally acceptable when engaged in by the poor-two standard but erroneous interpretations of the preferential option as unjustifiable partiality.
DIVINE PARTIALITY
A deeper religious affirmation of divine partiality supports the kinds of cognitive and moral partiality that we have just discussed. Gutiérrez and others often offer an imitatio-Christi rationale for solidarity, e.g., just as Jesus became poor (citing Lumen gentium on Phil 2:6 and 2 Cor 8:9), so must Christians today; 42 belief in God's preference for the poor. 43 As Gutiérrez has put it recently, 'The ultimate reason for being committed to the poor is Godthe God of Jesus Christ, the God of the kingdom-and our hope about the coming of God." 44 Unfortunately, however, the precise nature of this partiality is seldom fully explicated and therefore the theological dimension of the preferential option has been subject to serious misunderstanding and confusion.
Divine Attribution of partiality to God, however, is highly problematic if taken to imply that eschatological judgment of individuals proceeds simply in virtue of membership in a given group rather than on the basis of individual merit. Paul's proclamation that "God shows no partiality" (Rom 2:11, sometimes translated as "God is no respecter of persons") underscores his belief that no one will be accorded special privilege or preferential treatment in the eschatological judgment simply because he or she happens to be a descendant of Abraham and a member of the chosen people; on the contrary, God "will repay according to each one's deeds" (Rom 2:6). 45 At the time of its composition, the Pauline axiom that "God shows no partiality" challenged Jewish assumptions of divine favoritism, but the principle can be extended to deny special divine partiality for any individuals simply in virtue of group membership.
Christian beliefs about divine love might be violated by assertions of divine partiality in several ways. First, if God favors the poor over others simply in virtue of their poverty or their membership in a poor class, then partiality is simple bias. Second, if Christ is said to have come for the poor and not for the nonpoor, then the claim that God is partial to the poor violates Christian affirmation of the universal salvific will of God and the universal significance of the saving death 46 Second, advocates of the preferential option acknowledge the universality of divine love. Gutiérrez in fact affirms the equality as well as the universality of divine love, i.e. that God both loves all people and that God loves us in an "equal fashion." 47 The latter claim undermines one major line of criticism regarding divine partiality, but in another way it creates more confusion. How, after all, is the affirmation of the equality of divine love in any way compatible with the claim that God has a preferential love for the poor? According to Gutiérrez, God's love is universal, "but it is from a point of departure in his preference for the poor that he manifests his universal love, his love of all humanity." 48 Divine partiality in this case is depicted as a pedagogical strategy, i.e., divine love for the outcasts, the poor, and the powerless emphatically underscores God's inclusive love for all human beings. A dimension of this pedagogical intent is implied when Gutiérez writes, "Our question is how to tell the nonperson, the nonhuman, that God is love, and that this love makes us all brothers and sisters." 49 The immediate focus is on the "poor person" because of the degree of suffering to which he or she is subjected. At the same time, Gutiérrez holds that those who are powerful in the world are no less ignorant of the reality of God's love-far from it. Only when the Christian loves those whom society regards as "nonpersons" does he or she begin to approach the meaning of God's universal love.
As valid as this pedagogical approach might be, there seems to be more to the divine partiality than is suggested here.
Partiality and "Reversal of Fortune"
Gutiérrez argues for divine partiality primarily on biblical grounds. In the new Introduction to the revised edition of A Theology of Liberation, he writes: "The poor deserve preference not because they are morally or religiously better than others, but because God is God, in whose eyes 'the last are first. ' Although I am not a professional exegete, some attention must be paid to the way Gutiérrez employs textual evidence in this particular treatment of the biblical basis of divine partiality. First, he refers to one of two closely related statements: either "The last will be first, and the first will be last" (Matt 20:16) or "Many who are first will be last, and the last will be first" Gutiérrez seems to be uncritically conflating disparate passages from different Gospels to make a general point that the "last will be first." Yet failure to indicate which particular passage he intends is of no minor significance, given the importance of redactional variation among the evangelists. Determining exactly who is meant by "first" and "last," and on what grounds such "reversal" proceeds, is critical for determining the relevance of this theme to divine partiality. On face value, e.g., a "reversal" in which relatively affluent Christian Gentiles are given precedence over poor Jews does not seem to illustrate divine partiality for the poor.
Whatever the passage, however, we can note that neither the rewards given to faithful disciples nor the eschatological "reversal of fortune" necessarily implies a violation of true justice, as Gutiérrez suggests, but rather only an overturning of conventional expectations. Indeed, the householder of the parable of the Workers in the Vineyard announces without irony "I do you no wrong" (Matt 20:13), suggesting that from the author's point of view justice has not been betrayed even though it has been transcended by merciful generosity. knowledges the importance of need, however, would not conflict so strikingly-indeed, at all-with the intended point that God favors the poor.
52 From a meritarian conception of justice it is by definition "irrational" to give priority to individuals in virtue of their need because this is not a relevant feature of desert; from an approach to justice that includes the criterion of need, on the contrary, it may be irrational not to do so. Thus rather than contrasting human justice with the divine will, as Gutiérrez seems to suggest, we could counter an excessively meritarian notion of justice with a more complex account of justice that includes both merit and need, along with perhaps other criteria as well.
By using the reversal motif Gutiérrez obviously intends to subvert the common assumption that God prefers those who are morally upright and holy. He insists that God, acting contrary to all rational expectations, chooses to love the poor instead of the "virtuous. 
Partiality and Divine Mystery
Gutiérrez does not imply that the poor should be given blanket approval, nor that they are not in need of conversion, nor that their material poverty as such guarantees certain special moral qualities. Indeed, it would not be particularly relevant even if deprivation often led the poor to embrace the life of virtue in some special way because, Gutiérrez argues, God does not love in proportion to the goodness of the objects of divine love. According to Gutiérrez, God's preference for the poor is a religious mystery: "God, one would think, would surely have In examining this claim we should note that Gutiérrez works with two pairs of distinctions: first, human reason ("logic") and divine mystery; and second, love as merited and love as freely given. When the first terms from among these pairs are identified and contrasted with the second terms, we have the claim that human reason holds that love must be merited by the goodness of its object, in contrast to the belief that God bestows love freely. If reason is ordered to merit (understood here as virtue), divine partiality "flies in the face of logic." Unfortunately this position leans toward an irrationalism, suggesting that human reason even at its best directly contradicts divine revelation, and, by extension, that human justice at its best opposes divine love.
An alternative to this position can employ a twofold distinction between divine love and divine care, on the one hand, and distorted and undistorted human reason, on the other. It is axiomatic for all Christians that God loves gratuitously and creatively, i.e., that rather than responding to the goodness of its object, the divine love freely creates value in its object (e.g. ST 1, q. 20, a. 2). Gutiérrez contrasts the "rational" assumption that divine partiality is based on the goodness of various objects of divine love with the explicit teaching of revelation that God has a special partiality for the poor.
In so doing Gutiérrez conflates two different and, in their own spheres, equally valid features of divine partiality. The first, a teleological view of divine partiality, refers to the good willed to the saved in the next life. "Divine partiality" refers to the belief that God wills a greater glory to those who have most fully responded to God during their earthly lives. This sense of divine partiality must be distinguished from divine care which concerns the materially poor (or otherwise needy) in this life. The latter is essentially a response of God to human suffering; its scriptural expressions include the parables of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:29-37), the Last Judgment (Matt 25:31-46), and Lazarus and the Rich Man (Luke 16:19-31).
To say that God loves the poor "because they are poor" 55 is true, at least in a very broad sense, but somewhat misleading, because it ignores the fact that God gives partiality to the claims of the poor be-cause of the degree of their need. 56 The same is true of other categories of the needy, e.g. women, or "outcasts" like the tax collectors, even though they may not always be materially poor.
The critical distinction between "love" and "care" needs to be explicated and underscored because it tends to be ignored by advocates of the preferential option. Care, according to philosopher Jules Toner, is "an affirmative affection toward someone precisely as in need."
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Rather than constituting an alternative to love, care is "only the form love takes when the lover is attentive to the beloved's need." 58 Because care is proportioned to need, it makes perfect sense to speak of the "preferential love" for the poor as long as "love" is specifically understood under its subcategory of "care" or "caring love." For this reason, the phrase "special care for the needy" seems in some ways more specific and more accurate (if less inspiring) than "preferential option for the poor," "preferential love for the poor," or "love of predilection for the poor." 59 The expression "preferential love" is helpful because it highlights the importar^ truth that for Christians care flows from love rather than from an attitude of noblesse oblige or from religious exhibitionism (Matt 6:1-4). The patronizing misuse of the distinction between love and care is resisted by acknowledging that since all human beings are needy, we are all, in different ways and at different times, objects of the care of one another. A sense of the mutuality of love and care is more appropriate than the condescension that sometimes accompanies unilateral beneficence.
When Gutiérrez insists that "God loves the poor ... simply because they are poor, because they are hungry, because they are persecuted," 60 he seems to be primarily opposed to an emphasis on "spiritual poverty" that preempts our recognition of God's special care for the 66 poor and therefore tolerates social indifference and an excessively "spiritualistic" view of the gospel. Gutiérrez himself would be the last person to slight the importance of spirituality, 61 properly understood, yet he is profoundly (and appropriately) concerned about privatized spiritual "verticalism" that ignores the needs of our neighbors.
Explications of the claim that "God loves the poor" need to keep in mind that there are at least two ways in which God can be said to love the poor. First, God's love takes the form of care, mercy, compassion, and the like, all of which focus on God's concern for the poor in virtue of their suffering. This form is completely independent of the virtue, merit, moral attainments, etc., of the poor. The good Samaritain cared for the man set upon by thieves without reference to the victim's desert but simply in virtue of his suffering. It is this same Christian concern that led the bishops at Puebla to claim that "the poor merit preferential attention, whatever may be the moral or personal situation in which they find themselves. Made in the image and likeness of God (Gen 1:26-28) to be his children, this image is dimmed and even defiled. That is why God takes their defense and loves them (Matt 5:45; James 2:5)." 62 Second, however, God's love for the poor regards the anawim, those "poor ones" who have responded to material poverty and physical suffering not with bitterness and hatred of God but rather with a radical sense of openness to, dependence on, and gratitude for God's gifts. 63 Most of all, perhaps, they are able to recognize the kingdom of God where many others simply do not. 64 These people, like those "sinners" whom Jesus called, are in fact characterized by special virtues that those of us distracted by worldly matters do not come close to replicating. Gutiérrez properly intends to foreclose a false spiritualization, but in ignoring this distinction he depicts divine love in excessively mysterious ways and perhaps dilutes the strength of his own position.
Some critics of the preferential option object that if those who are poor are "blessed" on grounds of poverty alone, then Christians should by no means strive to assist them since so doing would run counter to their spiritual welfare. Indeed, if poverty itself were the only possible condition in which blessedness could be attained, it would seem incumbent upon all Christians to become materially poor. One would have to agree with Gordon Graham's comment on the first Beatitude in Luke: Graham writes (apparently not tongue in cheek) that the Church, "if it is to have a bias at all, should have it towards the rich since they, left to themselves, will find it very much harder to enter the Kingdom, while the poor will find it very much easier."
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Gutiérrez and all other advocates of the preferential option of course regard material poverty as an evil to be overcome. Far from involving a romantic idealization of poverty, commitment to "voluntary poverty" (or what O'Brien calls "evangelical simplicity" and "existential solidarity") reflects both solidarity with the poor and a denunication of that very state of deprivation. 66 The alternative position is that the kinds of dispositions and virtues facilitated by material poverty can be pursued in other contexts, though with great difficulty (cf. the "eye of the needle" of Matt 19:25).
To return to the main point, the distinction between "love" as such and "caring love" underscores the inadequacy of the broader and less differentiated claim that "God loves the poor preferentially" or, as John Paul II put it, that the poor are "God's favorites." 67 The claim that God's love is "preferential but not exclusive" 68 is constantly reiterated; yet exclusivity is distinct from partiality. Taken at face value, the claim that God loves the poor "more than" others imputes a quantitative measure that surely fails to apply to divine love as much as it fails to apply to human love. It also implies a needs-based differentiation of divine love which, unlike a needs-based differentiation of divine care, is without plausible conceptual support.
Perhaps Yet the theological justification for this important and valid claim posits a conflict between human reason and divine revelation and suggests that partiality of care found in neighbor-love is not commanded by God because it is good but rather good solely because commanded by God. Despite the unnecessary sense of theological arbitrariness suggested by this rhetoric, Gutiérrez cannot be imagined to assert that if God had so desired God could have reversed the priority, caring first of all for the rich and only secondarily the poor. Such an approach to God's freedom implies a radical opposition of reason and revelation that would be at odds with the Catholic substance of Gutierrez's theology.
Certainly God is "irreducible to our modes of thinking" 70 and faith calls on us to embrace more than can be confirmed within the limits of reason and logic. But the transcendence of faith, it seems to me, reflects the infinite intelligibility of God, what Rahner called the "incomprehensibility of Holy Mystery," rather than the allegedly irrational and arbitrary nature of the divine will. As Rahner puts it, "Incomprehensibility does not mean that there remains something that is unfortunately not known, but it is the immediate object of the beatifying experience of God in the absolute excessus of the intellect itself, an excessus which is borne by God's self-communication." 71 For this reason the incomprehensibility of God increases rather than decreases with the beatific vision. Similarly, the "mystery" of God's love lies not in its object, e.g. the poor in particular, but in its subject-in the fact that God loves in an utterly gratuitous way, or in the fact that, as St. Paul put it, "while we were sinners Christ died for us" (Rom 5:8). Of course this gratuity, in Gutierrez's words, "defies our human categories." 72 God's love for the poor is no more, or less, mysterious that God's love for the rich-or for anyone else, for that matter.
Divine Partiality according to Thomas
It is clear that certain distinctions need to be developed for a more adequate theological defense of the preferential option. A brief comparison with the work of Thomas Aquinas can be instructive regarding the range of further issues that must be covered by those who wish to contribute to a more comprehensive support for the notion of divine partiality for the poor.
The critical distinction between God's love for human beings as such and God's care for human beings as needy, between love (amor) and care (cura), was important to Thomas. Cura is a fundamental expression of amor, though the latter can by no means be simply reduced to the former since it can exist in the absence of need. In the Summa, care is usually said to involve a response to need, e.g. prayer for the dead (1.189.8 ad 1) and Christ's care for the disciples as "little children" (1-2.108.2 ad 3) . In the Incarnation, similarly, Thomas argued, God assumed human nature not because of its ontological superiority to angelic natures but because of our need (1.20.4 ad 2) as sinners and finite (3.1.3). At times cura also refers to a jurisdiction and assigned responsibility for another, as parents' care for their children (1-2.89.2), political authority's care for the good of the community (1-2.90.4; also 1-2.19.8), and God's care for "irrational animals" (1.103.5 ad 2). In these and other ways the solicitude and responsibility of care is carefully distinguished from the "connaturality" or "complacency" of amor (1-2.26.2).
According to Thomas, compassion or mercy flows from God's love and is displayed when God dispels the misery of the afflicted (1.21.3). Love, then, necessarily issues in, but is not identical with, preferential care. To cite an example provided by Thomas, a master may spend more of his resources in providing an expensive medicine to his sick servant than he would spend on his healthy son. This does not mean, however, that in this concrete instance the master loves his son less than the servant but rather that the attainment of basic well-being requires greater devotion to the good of one who does not, in general, take precedence, either affectively or morally. I draw on this particular example as illustrative of the difference between degree of love as such 72 G. Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor 141. and degree of care. In order to avoid the misunderstanding that care necessarily involves arrogance or condescension, we need to recall Thomas's recognition that "degrees among men are not unchangeable as among angels, because men are subject to many failings, so that he who is superior in one respect, is or may be inferior in another (2-2.31.2).
If Thomas is correct, and I think he is, God has a special "love" for the poor in the sense that God's mercy is proportionate to the degree of need of the objects of God's love, a benevolent response to sufferingbut not, I take it, in the sense that God loves the poor "more than" members of other classes and wills for them a greater union with God.
To understand this claim it might be helpful to review Thomas's distinction between two senses of divine love for creatures. First, he argued that God does not have different acts of love for different creatures, with some acts being "more intense" than others. God loves all creation with a single act of the divine will that is "one, simple, and always the same" (1.20.3). This claim is entailed in Thomas's ontological description of God as Pure Act (1.4.1) and Unmoved Mover (1.2.3), i.e. as the Being in whom there can be no single "movements" from potency to act. God's love for creatures is infinite and unlimited in itself. In this sense God does not love some creatures "more than" others. God loves all creatures from within God's own self-love and within the eternal love by which the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son (1.37.2).
In a second sense, however, Thomas maintained that God does indeed love some more than others, namely, with regard to the end God wills for different creatures. In nature, Thomas argued, we can see that God wills a greater good to some creatures than to others, e.g. simple existence to inanimate objects, life and motion to animals, and intelligence and freedom to humans. In this and other senses, divine love is not strictly equal. "For since God's love is the cause of goodness in things," Thomas argued, "no one thing would be greater than another if God did not will greater good for one than for another" (1.20.3).
Thomas extended this principle to the human race itself. He maintained not only that God loves Christ more than all other creatures but also that, depending on nobility, God loves some humans more than some angels, and vice versa. Thomas also acknowledged God's special care for Israel (1-2.105.1 ad 1) . He claimed, furthermore, that God loves the innocent more than the penitent (1.20.4 ad 4) and the predestined more than the "reprobate" (1.23.4). These claims of course reflect scriptural claims to which Thomas attempted to remain faithful (e.g. Eph 1:5: "In love he destined us for adoption to himself through Jesus Christ, in accord with the favor of his will"); they were not derived on exclusively ontological grounds.
According to Thomas, God loves all human beings-i.e. God wills the salvation of all (I Tim 2:4; see also Summa contra Gentiles 3.159-63)-but the gradation of divine love reflects the free, unmerited gift of grace. Grace is a gift which is not given equally to all human beings (1-2.112.4; citing Eph 4:7). In response to an objection based on Wisdom 6:7, "He made the little and the great and He hath equally care of all," 73 Thomas argued that God's care is equal in that it "looks equally to all" in one simple act of love, yet that this should not be confused with claiming that God wills the identical good to all creatures. On the contrary, "God by His care provides greater gifts for some and lesser gifts for others" (1-2.112.4 ad 1).
Thomas's fundamental principle is that God loves in proportion to grace; "loves" here, again, refers not to affective intensity but rather to the degree of good that is willed to the beloved, i.e. the communication of divine goodness and eternal union with God. God wills the salvation of all human beings, but among the saved God wills a greater participation in this goodness for some than for others (1-2.112.4 ad 2). In his interpretation of the doctrine of predestination Thomas accepted the received claim that God dispenses saving grace to some people and not to others, and that this is made not according to merits but according to the will of God constitute a form of partiality but that, far from being pernicious, it is justified and, indeed, required. In order to show this I attempted to distinguish justifiable from unjustifiable forms of partiality and to argue that the latter should not be associated with the option (either by its defenders or its detractors). Unjustifiable forms of partiality include, e.g., cognitive bias that subordinates truth to ideology, moral bias that regards human worth as a function of class membership, and religious bias that claims that God arbitrarily favors some social classes over others. Justifiable partiality is seen, e.g., in divine preference of care for the needy, in human intellectual devotion to the cause of the poor, and in moral commitment to the priority of their needs within an ordering of social priorities.
As a general rule it can be said that partiality is justifiable when it contributes to inclusiveness, a value which pertains to our cognitive and affective comprehension, to our recognition of the dignity of every human being, and to our acknowledgement of the comprehensiveness of God's love and of the solicitude for the needy which flows from that love. In all three spheres of partiality examined above, cognitive, moral, and religious, the preferential option appeals to an expansion rather than contraction of love and wisdom.
Expressed in the "part-whole" language employed earlier, the preferential option works for an extension rather than restriction of the interrelationships of parts to one another and of parts to the whole. It is oriented to the proper and full participation of all parts within the whole rather than to the substitution of one system of dominance for another. For this reason its advocates insist that the unity of the Church is only real when it includes the faith, the experiences, and the voices of the poor. 75 Unjustifiable partiality furthers the dominance of one part over others and, indeed, over the whole; justifiable partiality, on the contrary, strives to create opportunities for deprived and oppressed parts so that all parts will be able someday to participate fully in the whole.
This inclusive intent can be illustrated in all three spheres. First, the preferential option advances epistemological inclusiveness by attending to all the relevant evidence, including that of the experience of the poor, and by promoting less ideological construals of current social arrangements. On this view, apolitical neutrality represents not cognitive impartiality but rather a high degree of cognitive partiality or bias. Unfortunately, occasional liberationist acceptance of bias and even positive celebration of ideologies is hardly helpful in this regard 76 (except perhaps to those who regard liberation theology as obscurantist).
The hermeneutical privilege advances cognitive inclusiveness by insisting on the intellectual and imaginative conversion of the nonpoor as well as the poor. Rather than assisting the poor in a paternalistic manner, nonpoor Christians are called first to listen to, learn from, and be converted by the poor. Conscientization facilitates self-awareness and self-determination, first of all for the poor themselves but also for all other Christians. Solidarity facilitates a more comprehensive understanding by attending to, or rather taking up, views from the underside of history, which constitutes the majority of the human 77 race.
Second, the preferential option advances moral inclusiveness by insisting on the full participation of all people within the political, social, and economic life of local communities. The preferential option, properly understood, does not naively assume that the poor possess special virtues that guarantee their moral superiority over the nonpoor; neither does it suggest that that they are of higher worth than other people. 78 The partiality of the preferential option, as we have seen, is proportionate to need rather than merit.
Third, the preferential option advances religious inclusiveness by its affirmation of both God's preferential care and universal love. From this twofold affirmation one cannot infer that the poor are guaranteed apprehension of religious truth, or that the poor are not in need of conversion, or that God loves the poor more than others because of their material poverty as such. Proper religious partiality is one of care. Recall Gutierrez's statement, "Our question is how to tell the nonperson, the nonhuman, that God is love, and that this love makes us all brothers and sisters." 79 The poor are the primary focus because of their degree of need, but there is no suggestion that the powerful and affluent properly understand that "God is love." On the contrary, only 76 by loving "nonpersons" can Christians of any social state begin to understand the true universality and depth of God's love. Many scriptural expressions of justifiable claims of divine partiality could be cited. One is provided by Ben Sirach: "Do not offer him a bribe, for he will not accept it; and do not rely on a dishonest sacrifice; for the Lord is the judge, and with him there is no partiality. He will not show partiality to the poor; but he will listen to the prayer of one who is wronged" (Sir 35:14-16, NRSV) . 80 This citation concisely integrates the two major principles of my argument: that divine justice prohibits favoritism, including undue partiality (even on behalf of the poor or otherwise powerless), and that, at the same time, divine justice requires a special concern and a due partiality for those who are oppressed (or are "wronged" in other ways).
One implication of this twofold affirmation is that divine justice includes divine care along with an unwavering commitment to fairness or impartiality. As a general rule, liberation theologians forcefully invoke the second principle, special concern, without also acknowledging the importance of the first, fairness. In the practical order, this imbalance can contribute to rank partisanship, which in the long run tends to be disruptive and counterproductive. In reaction, critics of the preferential option invoke the centrality of fairness, without recognizing the complementary and equally important truth of special concern for the poor. 81 Both must be held together in a complementary and mutually-correcting account of the preferential option. Constant reiteration of the caveat that the option is preferential but not exclusive" is apparently an effort to maintain a balance between fairness and special concern, both of which are important aspects of justice. Insufficient systematic explication of the meaning and interconnection of "preferential" and "not exclusive," however, creates the impression that these two virtues are awkwardly juxtaposed rather than harmoniously balanced.
POSTSCRIPT: FUTURE AGENDA Our conclusion is that the preferential option can be said to advocate legitimate forms of partiality, but that care must be taken to distance 80 On God hearing the cry of the poor, see also Exod 22:21-23, Deut 24:17-18, Prov 23:10-11; on not accepting bribes, see Deut 10:17-18; on preferring the poor, see Ps 68:6. 81 E.g. Graham, Idea of Christian Charity 114 f. Graham states: 'If it is wrong to believe that one's mission is to the rich, talented, and powerful, it is equally wrong to believe that one's mission is primarily to the poor and downtrodden" (115). Graham here trades on an ambiguity in the word "mission" (social as distinct from religious, narrowly understood) that is analogous to other ambiguities mentioned above.
these from improper and inadmissible counterfeits. In closing I would like to point to a few of the significant items that must be taken up in the future by advocates of the preferential option.
A fully credible account of the preferential option seems to require nothing less than a comprehensive theological ethic, one that not only retains the sharp edge of prophetic indictment and the indispensable call to conversion, but that also provides, in an analogous way, the kinds of careful definitions, distinctions, and relations that, as briefly indicated above, were systematically developed by Thomas Aquinas. Thomas's theological position is not fully adequate for addressing our own theological and ethical questions; "transposition" is necessary. Yet Thomas's theology stands as an exemplary model for the systematic interconnection of theological principles and their moral implications. Here I will mention just four theological and ethical loci that stand in need of further development by advocates of the preferential option, each of which can be related to certain major focal points within Thomas's theological ethics.
First, the preferential option must be complemented with an account of the virtue of solidarity with the poor, by which, as the bishops at Medéllin put it, "we shall make their problems and struggles our own." 82 The virtue of solidarity has deep roots in Catholic social anthropology as well as in the theological virtue of caritas, the love of friendship with God and the love of one another in God (2-2.23). It incorporates modern egalitarianism in a way that modifies the paternalistic dimension of pity and the virtue of mercy (misericordia), at least as understood in figures like Augustine and Thomas (2-2.32).
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Solidarity communicates a sense of our common humanity that the option in and of itself does not; solidarity presumes a "oneness" from which flows a commitment to those who are needy. The language of "option" underscores the role of the will, whereas solidarity suggests a deeper awareness of our shared humanity and its dignity. Solidarity entails a prior awareness, or, to use Iris Murdoch's term, an "attentiveness" to the poor as, above all, human beings.
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In this regard it is interesting to note that, according to the Oliner study on rescue behavior under the Nazis, those who rescued Jews in the midst of the Holocaust were marked by a deeper sense of shared humanity and of connection to wider ranges of people than were those who were either bystanders or simple nonrescuers. While rescuers shared with nonrescuers perceptions of being similar to the poor, the former were unusual in their perceived sense of similarities to the rich-not, of course, because of their wealth, but because rescuers tended to focus on common humanity in a way that minimized the significance of class identity and distinctions. 85 According to the Oliners, the proclivity to rescue Jews reflected a tendency to perceive inclusive connections with others and was "not a consequence of their identification with others who were socially marginal or weak [as such]." 86 Second, the preferential option must incorporate a sense of moral priorities that recognizes the powerful "differential pull" 87 of other moral claims upon us. Discussion of the preferential option too often tends to oversimplify our responsibility to the poor by effectively ignoring the multitude of other concrete responsibilities that comprise and shape our lives. Gutiérrez often calls for a global, comprehensive conversion, a "radical break," "complete renunciation," etc.; yet not all are in a position to make a radical break with their present obligations and responsibilities, or ought to forsake their place in society and its possibilities for contributing to the common good.
Christian preference for the poor should not disregard the natural affective and moral preferences for kith and kin that are rooted in human nature-the closest bonds of the traditional ordo caritatis 88 nor need it generally obliterate other forms of partiality, friendship, colleagueship, etc., which form part of the ethos of our particular society and culture and which in their general form reflect the exigencies of human nature. This partiality to the poor entails empathy, assistance, and commitment to empowerment, which are not to be confused with the kind of partiality we have for those to whom we are bound by marriage, consanguinity, and the bonds of friendship. The combined and interacting effects of special loyalties result in a creative tension that calls for a morally sensitive and responsible balancing of priori-As we have seen, the partiality of neighbor-love advocated by the preferential option rests upon a more fundamental belief in the partiality of divine love. The former cannot proceed adequately without incorporating conceptual analysis of the analogical meaning of "love" as it applies to God; on this basis we can discuss the meaning of common phrases, such as "God loves the poor 'more than' the nonpoor," "God's love is 'partisan,' " "God loves the poor unconditionally and passionately." 93 These and other expressions are interpreted quite differently by those who understand God to be "Pure Act" and "Being Itself than by those who work with a more anthropomorphic theology. As we see in Thomas's theological synthesis, the most fully developed theological account of divine love includes its systematic explication in ontological terms. This ontological analysis includes, e.g., analogical treatment of the nature of divine love (and the meaning of its modulation), careful delineation of the relation between the divine will and love, and explication of the love of creation within God's eternal act of self-love.
Each of these four considerations is mentioned with the assumption that critically constructive theological and ethical analysis of the preferential option contributes to and provides support for the vision, courage, and love of those committed to liberating the poor and oppressed. Concrete actions in the cause of justice for the poor are ultimately more important than theories about those actions, but the former nonetheless require interpretation and moral language for deciphering their theological supports, conceptual meaning, and social-ethical implications. Action need not always wait on theory, of course. Yet further theological and ethical analysis must be pursued in order to advance the Church's concrete appropriation of and faithfulness to what we affirm to be both God's love for all humankind and God's special care for the needy. 
